Abstract. This study is an attempt to examine the effect of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) on reading comprehension in an Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) context. It was hypothesized that CALL has an effect on reading comprehension. Forty female learners of English at intermediate level after administering a proficiency test were randomly selected as the participants of this study and assigned into two groups of experimental and control. The experimental group received treatment using three types of software. The control group had the same materials as on the printed texts. T-test was employed to compare students' reading comprehension post-tests. The results of t-test supported our research hypothesis that there is a significant difference between experimental and control groups in terms of reading comprehension. The findings of this study carry important implications for foreign language syllabus designers, curriculum planners, and language instructors.
Introduction
Recently, computers have become so widespread in schools and homes and their uses have expanded so dramatically that the majority of language teachers must now begin to think about the implications of computers for language learning (Warschauer, 1996) . CALL is a term used by teachers and students to describe the use of computers as part of a language course (Hardisty & Windeatt, 1989) . It is traditionally described as a means of 'presenting, reinforcing and testing' particular language items.
Initially, there were some innovative uses of software which contained drills, practices and exercises. As the technology advanced, we began to see more interactive uses of CALL as well as an increase in the integration of various media into the computer system (Pusack & Otto, 1990) . Kulik and Kulik (1991) reviewed more than 500 studies which compared learners who received computer-assisted instruction with the learners who received traditional instruction. They found that learners tend to learn more and in less time with computer-assisted learning.
Reading is an active skill that involves the reader, the text, and the interaction between the two. The acquisition of reading skills is a very important aspect of first language, as well as second or foreign language (FL) literacy. Reading in an L2 or FL is a dynamic and interactive process during which learners make use of a variety of skills and strategies, combined with background knowledge, L1-related knowledge and real-world knowledge to arrive at an understanding of written material (Aebersold & Field, 1997) .
A review of the reading comprehension literature has shown that specially designed software, computer-assisted language learning program, online lessons, animated texts, use of multimedia contexts, interactive multi-modal materials, online dictionaries, e-books and a hypertext/hypermedia environment have been used to teach L2 reading comprehension. The different learning modes, skills and activities used in reading comprehension instruction in CALL environments are reported below. Sawaki (2001) listed the studies carried out on computer-based and paper-based reading comprehension. The studies done by Heppner, Anderson, Farstrup, and Weiderman (1985) showed that students outperform in the computer-based version of the reading tests, whereas some studies showed that they are equal.
The present study examined the effect of computer-assisted language learning on reading comprehension in the Iranian EFL context. The research question is as follows: Does computer-assisted language learning have any effect on reading comprehension?
Method

Participants and instruments
A total of 53 EFL learners initially participated in this experiment but after selection they were reduced to 40. The participants were Iranian female intermediate EFL learners with an age range of 18 to 25. The participation was voluntary and they had already enrolled in the English Language Institute. They shared the same linguistic and cultural background. The first language of the students was Azari. For the purpose of the study and to investigate the hypotheses, several instruments were utilized. The Reading section of the Cambridge ESOL Preliminary English Test (PET) was used for homogenizing the participants regarding their reading comprehension. For the post-test standard, a reading comprehension test was used. The allotted time for each test was 30 minutes.
Three types of software were used in the experimental group. The first software which was used was Rosetta Stone, which is a software for learning more than 30 different languages. It covers four language skills. This software is based on multimedia which presents picture and sound. The reading part of this software contains texts with pictures. One of the features of this software is immediate feedback. The second software was VOA (Voice of America) Special English. It has 40 texts in different subjects for reading comprehension. This software reads the text for learners, so there is an opportunity for learners to learn correct pronunciation as well. One of the features of this software is a dictionary, Babylon which can present the meaning of words in more than 50 different languages. Learners can get the meaning of the word which is in the text just by one left click. The third software used was Learn to Speak English; it covers four language skills. This software is based on multimedia and presents picture, sound, practice and drills. In the reading part, this software presents the text with motion pictures which can affect comprehension positively. The control group had the same materials as on the printed texts.
Design and procedure
The design of the study was quasi-experimental. Two intact groups, after administering the proficiency test, were assigned randomly into two groups of experimental and control groups.
First, the Reading section of the proficiency test, PET, was administered as a pre-test to determine students' homogeneity regarding reading comprehension. The students in the control group read texts from the printed pages during ten sessions in a conventional classroom, while the experimental group read the same texts from the computer screen using three different types of software. The two groups followed the same aim and scope of the course and they were taught by the same teacher. Finally, both groups took the post-test. In order to make students familiar with the software, the second session was devoted to training. The treatment started from the third session for 10 sessions.
Results
In order to make sure that the participants in both control and experimental groups were at the same proficiency level, a 20-item test in reading comprehension was used. As shown in Table 1 , there was no significant difference in scores for the experimental group (M = 12.45, SD = .2.76) and control group (M = 12.20, SD = .2.19), t(38) = -.317, p = .753 > .5. This suggests that students in the two groups were fairly homogeneous in the reading comprehension knowledge at the beginning of the study. Table 1 . Independent t-test based on pre-test for experimental and control groups As shown in Table 2 , there was a significant difference in post-test scores for the experimental group (M = 16.10, SD = 1.17) and control group (M = 13.80, SD = 1.36), t(38) = -5.741, p = .0001 > .5. This suggests that there was a significant difference between post-test scores of the experimental and control groups in terms of reading comprehension ability. Table 2 . Independent t-test based on post-test for experimental and control groups According to the results of this study, CALL can enhance and improve the reading comprehension of EFL learners; in other words, the students who were taught using CALL performed better than students who were taught by the traditional printed text.
Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to investigate the effects of computer-assisted reading support on the comprehension of EFL learners. To reach this goal, two modes of teaching reading were compared with regard to their effectiveness for foreign language reading comprehension: the computer-assisted reading and the traditional print mode. The results of the data analysis indicate that comprehension scores increase when readers read computerized texts that provide reading support. According to this research, this increase in comprehension is the function of the computer that permits deeper and more interactive information between the reader and the text.
Researchers using CALL in the area of reading have frequently reported beneficial effects of such instruction. In these studies, researchers reported improvement in preand post-test measures of comprehension and reading proficiency (Sawaki, 2001) . The findings of the present study are in line with the aforementioned studies.
Conclusion
The superior performance of the learners in the experimental group might be contributed to the interactive nature of CALL, which, in turn, can make language learning more interesting. Moreover, using the interactive computer software in the class may have encouraged the readers to process the meaning of the text more deeply and more actively. This interpretation suggests that the computer might provide unique opportunities for managing readers' interaction with the text during the independent reading.
The result of this study provides insight into the effect of interactive computer software on students' reading comprehension and supports the conclusion that computer-assisted language learning can enhance the reading comprehension of EFL learners.
